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Pastor Jim Dunn  
 

 

 

One of my favorite paintings is Carnation, Lily, Lily, Rose. It is a picture of innocence, 

and has a fascinating story behind it. In the summer of 1885, American painter John 

Singer Sargent took a boat trip down the Thames River with a fellow painter. As it was 

getting on towards evening, he saw on shore a garden full of rose bushes. In the 

garden, two little girls were lighting paper lanterns and hanging them from the 

branches. Sargent became determined to capture that glimpse of Paradise in a 

painting. That same summer he moved to an English village. There he lived in a house 

that had a rose garden. At first he planned for his painting to have only one girl in it, 

because he had only one model. And her hair was so dark he had her wear a blonde 
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wig. But a fellow artist had two little girls, ages 7 and 11, and they were very blonde. 

They became the models for his painting. And every day, just after sunset, Sargent 

would paint for twenty minutes. Trying to paint the effect of twilight as his little models 

held their Chinese lanterns. By November, the evening air was so chilly the little girls 

had to wear sweaters under their summer dresses. And the flowers of summer were 

long gone, so he tied artificial flowers to the bushes. He just had to stop. The next spring 

he bought twenty pots of lilies for the garden. And in that second summer, he finished 

the painting and named it after the refrain of a popular song of that time: Carnation, 

Lily, Lily, Rose.  

 

One day Jesus used a child as a model. He took a boy in His arms, probably a toddler, 

and placed him in the middle of His disciples. (Mark 9:36) Did Jesus point out this boy 

as the picture of innocence? Was Jesus’ intent to give His disciples the perfect model 

of an innocent, simple faith?  

 

Well, Jesus spoke not of being like a child. He talked about receiving a child. 

“Whoever receives one such child in My name, receives Me…” (Mark 9:37) And at that 

moment the disciples had not been talking about faith. They had been talking about 

who among them was first and who was last and what was their pecking order. They 

hadn’t yet decided their pecking order. What they did know was if this toddler placed 

in the middle of them was now to be received as one of the Twelve, then he would be 

last in their pecking order.  

 

But it was going to make going out two-by-two to do evangelism a bit more 

complicated. One of them would be paired with this child, and the child couldn’t 

walk. One of them would have to carry him. One of them would have to change his 

diapers. One of them would have to feed him and change his clothes. And whichever 

of them drew this job of taking care of this thirteenth disciple; he could kiss his chances 

of being top dog goodbye. Because babysitters, childcare workers, stay-at-home 

moms, and stay-at-home dads don’t have star power, they’re not climbing the 

corporate ladder, and they’re not pulling down six figure salaries. And that’s what 

Jesus meant by receiving a child in his name. It means being last.  
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One must be willing to be last in order to follow Jesus, to be a Christian. To not only 

serve, but to accept the lowliest service, the lowliest work. To serve all, no matter who 

or what they are. To receive Jesus means always being in the servant role. Well, taking 

care of a child is a 24/7 job. To receive Jesus means being willing to always be in the 

servant role – to be last. 

 

People generally want to be first, to be served, to enjoy some of the perks of being 

first. But most of you have been serving the Lord longer than I’ve been alive. You’re 

not concerned with being first. Somewhere in the middle would be fine. Jesus placed 

the toddler in the middle of the disciples. And that seems fine for us, too. Somewhere 

in the middle of the pecking order would be okay. You and I want to serve, even in this 

tough situation of working to bring more people to this neighborhood and patiently 

waiting for more people to join us in the work of this church. But to come in last, to 

come out the loser, to get the short end of the stick is not too appealing to either you 

or me.  

 

There was a committee at a hospital organizing a conference on healing and faith. 

One of the most dedicated people on the committee was a woman named Lauren. 

She did most of the work, made phone calls, addressed envelops, made sure every 

detail was taken care of. When the conference was held, the keynote speakers were 

recognized, as well as the CEO of the hospital, some key administrators and a few 

doctors. None of them ever attended a meeting of the committee, addressed an 

envelope, or made a phone call. But they were recognized. Lauren’s name was never 

mentioned, even though she did more to make the conference happen than anyone. 

No “thank you,” no appreciation, no applause, no reward, no pay-off. Just humble 

service. Lauren was an example is what it means to be last. We, too, want to serve. We 

are afraid of being last.  

 

Jesus had recently sat the disciples down and explained to them that He was going to 

come in last. “The Son of Man is going to be delivered into the hands of men, and they 

will kill Him.” (Mark 9:31)  
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The disciples did not understand, nor did they want to understand. They “were afraid 

to ask Him.” (Mark 9:32) They were afraid to think that He was not going to be first, the 

greatest, the King of Israel, but instead was going to be murdered… and if Him, what 

of them? Would they also finish in last? That’s what they were too afraid to ask. Like 

them, we want to serve, but we are afraid to be last.  

 

So, Jesus puts Himself in the middle. He places Himself in the middle of our fears. He 

gathers us around Himself as He holds a toddler in His arms and He teaches and 

explains. “This is what is going to happen as you serve Me. Bearing the cross is going to 

happen. This is what serving Me is going to look like. It’s going to look like taking care of 

a child 24/7, a child who has needs and wants, whose cries you cannot ignore, and 

once you serve him, worked, provided, and given, will he repay or return the favor? 

No, the little one soon forgets and toddles off to his next adventure.” All of this Jesus 

takes the time to tell us, to teach us, to explain to us, so that we will know what serving 

Him is and, in knowing, will not be afraid.  

 

Jesus doesn’t want us to be afraid of being last. He reminds us today He put Himself in 

the middle. When the arresting guards surrounded Him and His disciples on a Thursday 

night, Jesus placed Himself in the middle, to be delivered into the hands of men. “You 

got who you came for,” He said, “let the others go.” (John 18:7-8) He put Himself in the 

middle so He would become last of all, the servant of all, the sin-bearer for all at the 

cross – so that you become first. How? Because Jesus didn’t finish last – just as He had 

promised. “When the Son of Man is killed, after three days He will rise.” (Mark 9:31) 

That’s how you also will finish.  

 

In a car race, the fastest cars begin the race in the front rows. The slowest cars have to 

begin the race in the back rows. Starting a race from the back row, from last place is a 

huge disadvantage. Those drivers never finish in first. Jesus promises that this will not be 

the case with you. Don’t be afraid to be last in your service to the Lord. On that Last 

Day, that last lap, you will finish first. And a far greater Paradise than even the one in 

this picture awaits you.  

Amen 


